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Philosophy in the age of modern technology: the 
challenge of Michel Henry’s approach 


Prof. Dr. Pedro José Grande Sanchez! 


Abstract 


The progress of science does not seem to have brought more culture and well-being 
to today’s world. For Michel Henry, the elimination of the world of the spirit has 
irremediably led us to the “disease of life”. An objective and homogenising conception 
of the world that has little or nothing to do with life itself. In this sense, the task of 
philosophy would consist precisely in highlighting the activities that the world of 
science has decided to reject. Considering the world of life from techno-scientific 
categories has meant eliminating the dimensions that have served humanity for 
millennia to answer the question: What is life? The philosopher refers to religion, 
aesthetics and ethics. Throughout this paper we will analyse the characteristics that, in 
the words of the philosopher Michel Henry, are the foundations of the “ideologies of 
barbarism” produced by technology. 
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Introduction 


Following on from his analysis of material phe- 
nomenology, Michel Henry makes a critique 
of the technique of the modern world. His 
work operates in a deeper and radical dimen- 
sion, which consists in retrieving the path that 
leads to a philosophy of life. 

Henry’s gaze may seem metaphysical and 
to a certain extent distant from the modern 
world, which lives immersed in the world of 
technology. “Techno-science” —as he calls it— is 
part of our culture and its rejection in our days 
is not so evident. So, why be suspicious of it in 
the first place, if it is backed up by the extraor- 
dinary results and progress made in the 20th 
century, as well as the rapid advances we are 
discovering in the 21st? But, above all, what 
alternative, if any, does Henry offer, and on 


what basis should we accept that it is better 
than the one offered by the technique? 


Archaeology of technology 


One of the fundamental questions in Henry’s 
philosophy is to elucidate what he means by 
technique, because sometimes technique can 
be confused with science. 

There are several ways of understanding 
technique. A first way could be the one that 
people commonly identify with progress, with 
the development of science. In the light of sci- 
ence, we can see that man has advanced in the 
mastery and control of nature. Our world is 
certainly different from the world of our par- 
ents’ generation, and even more so from that 
of our grandparents, and we can say that it 
will be different for generations to come. Mod- 


1 Department of Logic and Theoretical Philosophy, Faculty of Philosophy. Complutense University of Madrid. 
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ern technology implies continuous progress in 
the sense of advancing, we can say “without 
measure”, towards total mastery of the phys- 
ical world. In this sense, technology is there- 
fore presented as an unrestrained and limitless 
capacity, marked by its own development or 
self-growth, that is to say, it would itself be its 
own end. 

The second sense refers rather to the devices, 
to the instruments that science uses, whose on- 
tological veracity depends on their pure func- 
tioning, in order to be able to modify nature. It 
is thus about those processes and devices which 
are used to objectify nature and which consti- 
tute the essence of modern technology. How- 
ever, these devices have no purpose other than 
their own functioning. Thus, the transforma- 
tion of the world would respond to the ma- 
chines, determined by an objectivist concep- 
tion of scientific knowledge. 

An archaeology of the term techné, in the 
sense of a logos on its arché, takes us to the very 
root of the human being. Indeed, technique 
in a third, proper or original sense would be 
the one that would form a constitutive part of 
our essence. Michel Henry considers that this 
way of conceiving technique, different from its 
modern version, refers us directly to life in its 
most fundamental dimension. But how does 
this sense differ from the first two? Henry’s 
project is presented as an attempt at retrieving 
the primordial matter of all original manifes- 
tation, that is to say, Life. And for the philoso- 
pher, life consists of a phenomenon that does 
not manifest itself externally; it is, in fact, a pure 
essence that feels itself: Life is self-aftection, 
pure subjectivity, invisible pathos in which the 
production of things responds to the interiority 
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of the living. 

The question that is at work in the first two 
modalities, which are but two sides of the same 
coin, consists in understanding that technique 
has ended up being something alien and ex- 
ternal to the human being. Its reality is such 
that it has become not only invasive with re- 
spect to nature, including human nature, but 
has also been able to transform the world and 
exclude from it any other reality than its own. 
In Nietzschean terms we could identify it with 
the will to power (Der Wille zur Macht) as a 
capacity that asserts itself, that is, that not only 
transforms things, but also transforms itself and 
grows out of itself. Henry speaks of the depreci- 
ation of the world and the destruction of human 
life as such. And he recalls that human his- 
tory has lived for millennia without having the 
slightest idea of this question, nor of feeling the 
need to modify and transform life as it is being 
done in modern times. 

Indeed, we live in what is known as the fourth 
industrial revolution.” The hyper-development 
of science has continued to grow since the 
philosopher’s death. What he condemned in 
his prophetic analyses, especially in his book 
Barbarism, published in 1987, has only con- 
firmed the malaise and danger of a society that 
is capable, Henry writes, of “making gold, of 
going to the moon, of building self-steering 
missiles capable of self-surveillance, before de- 
ciding themselves the moment of their destruc- 
tion, and ours”.’ And a few years later he will 
state that “war, everything that is prepared for 
it or that has anything to do with it, was, as 
we know, one of the main causes of technical 
progress, at least as long as it served an end 
other than itself”? 


? The term was coined by economist Klaus Schwab at the World Economic Forum (2016). The technological 


advances of the so-called “digital revolution” known as the third revolution are said to have given rise to a new 
revolution associated with the “second machine age”. The development of artificial intelligence would be giving 
rise to an era characterised by the blurring of the boundaries between the physical, the digital and biological. 
Michel Henry, who died in 2002, had already intuited these movements in his philosophical analyses. 

> Michel Henry, La Barbarie (Paris: Grasset, 1987), 94. 

* Michel Henry, C’est moi la Vérité. Pour une philosophie du christianisme (Paris: Seuil, 1996). 


34 January 2023 — Volume 6 


Grande Sanchez 


The problem is that technology has become 
disconnected from life. Its development has 
entailed a teleological inversion of what could 
have been the path that would have led us to an 
essential appropriation of life. Authors such as 
Heidegger see technique as nothing more than 
the logical process of the idea that connects 
reason with utility and the natural processes of 
the world.’ But Henry questions this develop- 
ment. This way of thinking about technology 
is rather a representation of entities as things. 
Reality would be what knowledge offers us on 
the basis of its physical-mathematical laws. 

But what kind of knowledge is this knowl- 
edge capable of modifying the world, values, 
and even the human being? For Henry, there 
are three types of knowledge, which he ex- 
plains using a biology textbook as an example. 
What the student reads when he opens the 
pages of this book is a theoretical knowledge 
of life, that is, “scientific knowledge”. But in 
this work of reading and comprehension, a sec- 
ond type of knowledge is also operating, which 
is what he calls “knowledge of consciousness”, 
through which the student puts into action 
the apprehension of the meaning of the words. 
And, finally, the knowledge that Henry calls 
“knowledge of life” is that which makes possi- 
ble the movement of the eyes to read the lines, 
the movement of the hands to turn the pages, 
the rest when tired from reading and getting 
up to walk or go to drink or eat, etc. 

Michel Henry asks us which of these three 
forms of knowledge we believe to be the funda- 
mental knowledge. The question is undoubt- 
edly crucial for the understanding of our world. 
From the outset, one might think that of the 
three, only scientific knowledge can be clas- 
sified as knowledge and, in any case, if we 
accept consciousness as knowledge, it could 
be equated with scientific knowledge insofar 
as both have an object of knowledge. How- 
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ever, this is not the case with the knowledge 
of life, which does not seem to relate to any- 
thing other than itself. There is no distance in 
this knowledge because it is not about relating 
to any object, the movement of hands, eyes, 
etc., corresponds only to the absolute imma- 
nence of the subjectivity of Life. Henry speaks 
of the knowledge of life as a knowledge that 
“excludes from itself all ek-stasis” in order to un- 
derline that it is produced in the most intimate 
and deepest part of life. Life is not to be found 
in the “Outside”, hence whatever happens in 
the world cannot be explained from the world. 
That is why for Michel Henry the knowledge 
of life constitutes the fundamental knowledge, 
because the other two knowledges need and 
are given beforehand in this immanent reality. 

Michel Henry defines technique as the “soli- 
tude of science”. The scientific knowledge that 
would have taken root in our world under the 
influence of Galileo and would later have had 
its continuity with Descartes. The reduction 
of nature to mathematics would have meant 
the exclusion of the secondary qualities of the 
universe. The truth of the world constitutes 
the truth provided by scientific, universal and 
objective thought. So, life ends up becoming 
something abstract and ideal from this dimen- 
sion, because the sphere of the sensible has been 
eliminated for the sake of a greater -the only- 
objectivity. 


Phenomenology of life 


Henry takes Husserl’s Krisis® as a starting point, 
this book is a good beginning to remember 
that the sciences, although they speak to us of 
the world, ignore life, because they do noth- 
ing more than study it from abstraction, from 
mathematical idealities. However, Henry con- 
siders that the father of phenomenology falls 


into the same error into which modern philoso- 


> Cfr. Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche I, Gesamtausgabe, 6.1 (Frankfurt: Vittorio Klostermann, 1996), 480. 
° Edmund Husserl, Die Krisis der europdischen Wissenschaften und die traszendentale Phénomenologie. Husserliana 


Band VI (La Haya: Martinus Nijhoff, 1954). 
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phers fell. The question of intentionality as a 
cognitive foundation refers us to phenomena, 
that is, to the world of objects that manifest 
themselves in consciousness, but Henry wants 
to go a step further and speaks of radical phe- 
nomenology. 

This phenomenology, also called material, 
explains that the horizon of manifestation of 
phenomena would be the space of interiority. 
The horizon would not be consciousness, nor 
being, but Life as the ultimate matter of ap- 
pearing. But how to understand this novel 
phenomenology? For Henry the manifestation 
of matter would have a passive character, it 
would be a form of experiencing oneself that 
he calls self-affection. This philosophy is pre- 
sented as an alternative to the “phenomenology 
of the world or of being”. 

The structure of knowledge referring to the 
other that presents itself in the world or exteri- 
ority is not limited to the visible face of what 
is seen. The outward movement of intention- 
ality lies in pure phenomenicity and links man 
with being or “intentional correlate”. How- 
ever, it does not seem that we can assure this 
ontological principle of “as much appearance 
as being” (So viel Schein, so viel Sein) when we 
speak of a phenomenology of the world, be- 
cause the appearing of the world is incapable 
of giving an account of that which is revealed 
in it. Intentionality does not produce the im- 
mediate donation of the thing; it does not give 
it its existence. That is why we say that the real 
content of the world does not depend on its 
phenomenological structure. 

So, what is it that founds reality? Michel 
Henry calls it “the masterpiece of the inversion 
of phenomenology”: the phenomenology of 
impression. The reality of a sensible appari- 
tion, such as colour, lies only where it is felt by 
us. But the question is to know how we can 
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unveil intentionality itself without falling into 
the aporia of a new intentionality. Well, with 
the analysis of the impression we overcome 
the regressions to infinity, since “consciousness 
would impress itself, in such a way that it would 
be its original self-impression that would reveal 
itself to itself, making its own revelation possi- 
ble”.’ In the same way, the Husserlian distinc- 
tion of the reality of consciousness “between 
a non-intentional impressionary element and 
the intentional element, and this in favour of 
the impression” would also be overcome. 

The point is that the original appearing of 
the impression reveals itself to be life and not 
the world. We discover that in that immanence 
which means experiencing oneself, the original 
passivity of the impression, which constitutes 
the essence of life and which Husserl ignored, 
manifests itself to us. And this pathos of life, op- 
posed to the ek-static appearing of the world, 
is invisible. “As living beings, we are beings of 
the invisible. We are intelligible only in and 
from the invisible. Therefore, our true nature 
cannot be understood in the world”.® 

The phenomenological method after under- 
going a thematic turn towards a transcenden- 
tal phenomenology of subjectivity, shows us 
Husserl’s effort to go beyond sensibility in or- 
der to save factual life from Heraclitus’ river or 
the form of flux where it annihilates itself: Life, 
as singular cogitatio, vanishes before the gaze 
of intentionality, so Husserl replaces it by a uni- 
versal and founding object of science, which 
is the essence of transcendental life, where the 
fundamental intuition of the 1907 lessons? is 
possible: cogitatio as clear and distinct evidence 
means that this life, clear and distinct, assures 
me of all existence and reality. But this clear 
and distinct perception is incapable of grasp- 
ing the whole cogitatio in its reality, because 
the invisible reality, which constitutes the pa- 


7 Michel Henry, Incarnation. Une philosophie de la chair (Paris: Seuil, 2000), 70. 


5 Ibid., 168. 


° These are the lessons that appeared later under the title: Die idee der Phanomenologie. Fiinf Vorlesungen (La Haya: 


Martinus Nijhoff, 1950). 
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thetic flesh, never shows itself in the world. 
The new phenomenology, by locating tran- 
scendental life outside itself, is “endowing it 
with a mode of appearing incompatible with 
its essence”. Descartes’ unheard-of intuition 
of attaining life, which, according to Michel 
Henry, Husserl misrepresents, because “cogi- 
tatio is not attained in the evidence of a clara 
et distincta perceptio, but in the absence of it, 
at the end of the doubt that has disqualified 
all evidence. Cogitatio reveals itself. Therein 
lies its essence: in the fact of revealing itself 
in the absence of the world and of all that is 
seen in it. Cogifatio is a self-revelation”.'° For 
Henry the best Cartesian expression that con- 
nects with this interpretation of life is “sentimus 
nos videre”.'! 

Therefore, the task of the phenomenology 
proposed by Michel Henry is to grasp life from 
its pathetic flesh. This is the ultimate meaning 
of the inversion: the substitution of the bod- 
ies that appear in the world, by life, in whose 
transcendental affectivity all flesh is possible. 
The fundamental question of philosophy for 
Michel Henry is not the forgetting of being, 
as Heidegger believes, but rather the forget- 
ting of life. The error consists in believing that 
being can be thought, but Henry flatly denies 
that this can be done.'* In this sense, technique, 
according to Henry, is inscribed in the history 
of being. Paraphrasing Marx, he argues that 
“it is not the consciousness of men that determines 
their life, not because this consciousness is im- 
perfect or provisional, but because the medium 
in which it moves, the being extended forward, 
which it wants to take in its reunifying per- 
ception and offer in the light of intelligibility, 
does not contain the essence of life, but rather 


° Thid., 126. 


— 


Paris: PUF, 1987), 292. 


3 Ibid., 50-51. 
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excludes it”.!° 


For Henry, life is praxis and the changes 
that human beings produce in the world obey 
this essential unfolding. There is no exteri- 
ority, no end other than the self. But what 
happens when changes are produced without 
life, and is this possible? This is the accusation 
that Michel Henry directs at techno-science, 
which presents itself as a type of knowledge 
that reveals the impossibility of life being re- 
vealed. 

Henry’s analyses closely follow Marx’s ob- 
servations. Two centuries after Descartes, the 
German philosopher denounced the increas- 
ing objectification of the production process. 
Henry’s interpretation is that science through 
technology has objectified nature, has become 
independent of subjectivity. Production has 
been transformed into an economic paradigm, 
things are no longer valuable because they are 
necessary and useful for life, because now it is 
a question of another kind of value, of money 
as exchange value. Production is linked to con- 
sumption, whether it is necessary or not. The 
capitalist system generates an increase in de- 
sires that cannot be fulfilled and that has reper- 
cussions in the dissatisfaction and emptiness 
of the living who seek to go outside them- 
selves. “The expansion of this unrestrained cap- 
italism, writes Henry, goes hand in hand with 
its internal destruction as a result of the hyper- 
development of modern technology”.'* Henry 
emphasizes that is this new reality manifests 
itself as indifferent to life. 

Henry’s philosophy constitutes a plea against 
modern philosophy, which has not only failed 
to preserve the essence or true being of man, 
but has also conferred an absolute value on sci- 


' Expression quoted by Henry from the letter addressed to Plempius on October 3, 1637, in: Michel Henry, 
“Descartes et la question de la technique”, in Le Discours et sa méthode, ed. Nicolas Grimaldi & Jean-Luc Marion. 


Michel Henry, Phénoménologie de la vie, vol. I: De la phénoménologie (Paris: PUF, 2003), 50. 


+ Michel Henry, C'est moi la Vérité. Pour une philosophie du christianisme (Paris: Seuil, 1996), 341. 
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ence in order to know him. Henry’s challenge 
consists of reversing the process of objectivity 
so that the absolute subjectivity that constitutes 
the essence of what we are can be revealed and 
which Michel Henry calls Ipseity, life as a radi- 
cal reality that knows no otherness or objectiv- 


ity. 


Culture of life vs. the 
technique of barbarism 


Technique produces visible consequences in 
the world, and culture is one of its clearest man- 
ifestations. However, culture in the modern 
world is the culture of techno-science. Michel 
Henry calls for a culture of life, that is, a culture 
that is capable of reconstructing what modern 
science has taken care of eliminating. But how 
does Henry understand culture? First of all, 
he conceives culture as the development of life. 
The philosopher refers to all the activities neces- 
sary for human existence. Social organisation, 
as well as the spheres of art, morality and reli- 
gion would be part of Henry’s understanding 
of culture. 

For the philosopher, the culture of life would 
be that which embraces the invisible, which is 
why, according to Henry, culture has nothing 
to do with science, it flees from it, because it is 
its enemy. Modern science, scientific material- 
ism, has excluded subjectivity, the simple and 
decisive fact, for example, of admitting beliefs. 
Life, which rests in the sensible world, which 
feels itself and whose discovery consists above 
all in self-revelation, cannot be objectified by 
science. 

Modern technology has expelled from soci- 
ety all the interlocutors of absolute life. Henry 
points out that the “clerics”, the “intellectu- 


15 Henry, La Barbarie, 239. 
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als”, we also add the “philosophers”, have been 
replaced by the “new masters who are the 
blind servants of the universe of technology 
and the media, journalists and politicians”.'” 
The agenda of the techno-scientific world has 
driven the critics of this system, which Henry 
does not hesitate to describe as barbaric, un- 
derground. This is not a crisis of culture, but 
rather its own destruction, and in Henry’s work 
there is little optimism that this can be over- 
come. 

Michel Henry called “ideologies of bar- 
barism” all thoughts which, in order to refer 
to the real being of things, set themselves up 
as unique and objectively true. On the other 
hand, he calls “practices of barbarism” those 
modes of existence in which life is carried out 
in a rough and crude way, in short, practices 
far removed from the bonds of social affectivity, 
ethics, religion and art. 

For Henry, one of the most paradigmatic 
examples of modern technology is television.'° 
The philosopher affirms that it is the “truth of 
technology”. Its development is a clear exam- 
ple of how a human creation from a material 
state of affairs has grown autonomously and 
blindly to the point of becoming independent 
of its own will. In its manufacture, there was 
no prior ethical decision. We can simply say 
that it could be done, and it was done. This is 
the rule of technology. Henry quotes Gilbert 
Hottois to refer to technique as a “black tran- 
scendence”!’, that is, a transcendence that he 
does not hesitate to describe as absolute and 
that reveals itself without face and without rea- 
son. 


'© The rise and development of social media since Henry’s death has demonstrated a more personal use of 
technology. However, this has not meant an increase in culture in the philosopher’s sense. These could also be 
described as “practices of barbarism”. The use of social media corroborates his ideas by hiding the authentic 
manifestation of Life (self-affection) in screens and material devices. 

'7 Henry quotes Gilles Hottois, Le signe et la technique (Paris: Aubier, 1984), 152. 
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Conclusion 


Modern technology ends up dehumanising 
people, enslaving them and determining their 
way of life. Television, as an example par ex- 
cellence, designates a mode of existence that 
turns life into something empty. Its function is 
to fill the lives of viewers with absurd images, 
turning them into unsatisfied voyeurs. Real 
life has been suppressed by this technological 
object. But more examples could be given to 
explain this phenomenon, such as today’s mo- 
bile devices, smart watches, and so on. What 
technology has achieved is that life has been 
turned outwards. And the result of this devel- 
opment is a culture of death, a world in which 
human beings are lost, disoriented. Michel 
Henry speaks of the boredom that generates 
the “idle energy” that culminates in anguish. 
Our societies living in the computer age, ac- 
cording to Henry, the “age of the cretins”, is 
the age of anguish. 

But what is to be done? As I said above, 
Henry did not hold out much hope that this 
could change. In this sense, the role of phi- 
losophy is essential to counteract the effects 
of technology before the earth is completely 
devastated by it. “Philosophy has always recog- 
nised as its own the task of defending the true 
man, the transcendental man”.'* For Henry, 
the salvation of humanity is in the hands of a 
god, but not just any god, nor of technology, 


but of a “god who is alive”."” 


Philosophy in the age of modern technology 


References 


Heidegger, Martin. Nietzsche , Gesamtausgabe, 
6.1. Frankfurt: Vittorio Klostermann, 1996. 


Henry, Michel. C’est moi la Vérité. Pour une 
philosophie du christianisme. Paris: Seuil, 
1996. 


. “Descartes et la question de la 

technique”. In Le Discours et sa méthode, 

edited by N. Grimaldi & J. -L. Marion, 

285-301. Paris: Presses Universitaires de 

France, 1987. 

. Incarnation. Une philosophie de la chair. 
Paris: Seuil, 2000. 

— . La Barbarie. Paris: Grasset, 1987. 

—. Phénoménologie de la vie, vol. I: De la 
phénoménologie. Paris: Presses Universitaires 
de France, 2003. 

. Phénoménologie de la vie, vol. IV: Sur 

l’éthique et la religion. Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 2004. 


. “Le monde de la technique”, Le Figaro, 
n® 13183, 1987. 


— . “Vers la barbarie”. Interview. Krisis, n° 
1, 1988. 

Husserl, Edmund. Die idee der Phanomenologie. 
Fiinf Vorlesungen. La Haya: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1950. 

. Die Krisis der europdischen Wissenschaften 

und die traszendentale Phanomenologie. 

Husserliana Band VI. La Haya: Martinus 

Nijhoff, 1954. 


us Henry, C’est moi la Vérité, 333. 
19 Tbid., 345. 


January 2023 - Volume 6 


5? 


Copyright © 2023 Grande Sanchez. 

Correspondence: Prof. Dr. Pedro José Grande Sanchez, e: pgrand01@ucm.es. 

Received: 17 October, 2022. 

Accepted: 14 November, 2022. 

Financial statement: The scholarship for this article was conducted at the author’s own 
expense. 

Competing interests: The author has declared no competing interests. 

How to cite: Grande Sanchez, Prof. Dr. Pedro José. “Philosophy in the age of modern 
technology: the challenge of Michel Henry’s approach.” Inscriptions 6, no. 1 (January 2023): 
33-39, 


—_ 


% ~d 
% 8 4% 
O/ 77 
%, 


100! 


— 
Join us for a week of seminars, workshops, and talks at 
the 2023 Ereignis Summer School. Designed to ease the 
transition from graduate study’ to _ professional 
engagement this summer school will help you write better 
essays, give more professional presentations, and 
increase your academic acumen. The summer school Andrew Jorn 
consists of academic seminars, workshops, and evening 
events. The summer school culminates in the 3rd Ereignis 
Conference, with an opportunity to present your paper. 
Our students are also invited to submit an essay to our 
peer-reviewed scholarly journal /nscriptions, giving you 
the chance to join the academic publishing circuit. 


=" Seminar with Andrew Jorn: Time famine — temporal 
castration and capitalist subjectivity 

=™ Seminar with Christopher Norris: Deconstruction and 
the politics of truth 

=" Workshops on academic writing and presentation skills 

= Free attendance at the 3rd Ereignis Conference 


... and more 


Visit our web-page for more 
information and to apply. 


= 
- = 


ereignis.no/ 


